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Abstract 

This paper presents the background, procedure and outcomes of a study of two Year 
1 classrooms, one in Seattle, U.S.A., and the other in Sydney, Australia, who engaged 
in the constructivist learning experiences of a Social Studies unit titled “Families in 
their Neighborhoods” ( McGuire , 1997). The unit employed the Storypath planning 
and teaching strategy. 

The teacher of each classroom implemented the unit to enable children to construct 
understandings about families, including their diversity of structures, heritages and 
designations of roles and responsibilities. Experiences for developing understandings 
of the ways in which families live within, as well as have citizenship responsibilities 
for constructing neighborhoods, or communities, were implemented and explored in 
the unit. This paper presents analyses of students' interview data, their worksamples 
and classroom displays to describe the nature and level of understandings 
constructed by the students in each of the research sites. Some cross-cultural 
comparisons are drawn. Teachers' interview and observational data are analysed 
also and evaluations of the Storypath strategy as a "powerful" (NCSS, 1993), 
constructivist tool for planning and teaching elementary Social Studies are made. 

Introduction 

Contemporary approaches for teaching Social Studies in the United States of America 
(U.S.A.) and in Australia mostly reflect constructivist views of learning (see, for 
example, Brophy, 1990; Brophy & Alleman, 1996; Hamston & Murdoch, 1996; 
Kaltsounis, 1994). In both countries elementary syllabus aims or goals also 
commonly denote social and environmental understandings and participatory 
citizenship as central outcomes for Social Studies teaching and learning (Brophy and 
Alleman, 1996; Commission on Student Learning, 1996; National Council for the 
Social Studies, 1994; Board of Studies NSW, 1998; Social Education Association of 
Australia, 1990). Likewise, the topic of families is generally a subject matter 
inclusion in both USA and Australian elementary syllabus documents and is, 
therefore, usually investigated by children in Grade 1 Social Studies classrooms in 
both countries. What elementary students know about families and how they 
construct knowledge and understandings about families and families’ citizenship 
responsibilities were the focus of this study. The constructivist teaching and learning 
approach known as the Storypath strategy was used as a vehicle in the study for both 
enabling students to develop and demonstrate their own understandings about the 
topic of families and for the researchers to employ co-researching methodology for 
data collection and analysis. 

The Storypath strategy is grounded in a belief that students learn best when they are 
active participants in their own learning, and places students’ own efforts to 
understand at the center of the educational enterprise. It originated in Scotland in the 
1960s as a response, by a group of researchers and experienced teachers, to a desire to 
help children make sense of their world as a connected whole rather than as a set of 
separate experiences or subjects (McGuire, 1997). It has since been implemented in 
several northern European countries including The Netherlands and Denmark, as well 
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